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In September 1999, the U.S. based lobby group, the Alliance for Childhood, released a report 
entitled Fool’s Gold: A Critical Look at Computers in Childhood.  It called for a moratorium 
on the purchase of computers in schools, and argued for a nostalgic return to traditional 
teacher-based classrooms.  The report was immediately denounced by the International 
Society for Technology Education (ISTE) as being misguided in interpreting the problems of 
U.S. education as the products of technology.  It was seen to be verbalising the worst fears of 
parents whose main source of information is from a sensationalising media (M. Williams, 
personal communication, December 6, 2001).  This paper will support these responses, and 
will also address the disequilibration caused by the report which has made it difficult to shake 
or dismiss outright.  This paper will review the Executive Summary of the Fool’s Gold report 
regarding it as an encapsulation of the report’s main arguments.  This summary is to be found 
at http://www.allianceforchildhood.net/projects/computers/computer_reports.htm. 
 
This paper will revisit the Fool’s Gold Report and use a combination of critical 
discourse and critical literacy processes to deconstruct its text (Lloyd, 1998; Luke, 1997).  It 
will also, through this deconstruction, refer to the literature of the domain and relevant media 
reports, and will make use, where possible of Australian examples to refute many of the 
report’s assertions.  It will position the report in its historical, political and cultural context 
arguing that it is a product of its time in (a) the shadow of the predicted Y2K collapse, (b) the 
prelude to the 2000 U.S. Presidential elections, (c) the polar stances of the contemporary 
media on information and communications technologies (Lloyd, 1998; Lloyd, 2000; Turkle, 
1996); and, (d) more generally, the doom saying prevalent in any time of transition (Olson, 
1987). 
 
The opening paragraph of the online executive summary reads: 
Computers are reshaping children's lives, at home and at school, in profound and 
unexpected ways.  Common sense suggests that we consider the potential harm, as 
well as the promised benefits, of this change. 
(Alliance for Childhood. 1999, paragraph 1) 
The first sentence seems to match contemporary observation and experience, but we should 
stop and question the use of the descriptive words “profound” and “unexpected”.  We are so 
used to the first sentence of such documents being grandiose (usually speaking of the rapidity 
of change, and the exponential growth in some critical trend), we usually dismiss them and 
move into the body of the argument.  But this opening sentence is worth a second glance.  The 
words “profound” and “unexpected” have a connotation with negativity.  We say that 
something is profoundly disturbing, mortifying or moving, we do not say we are profoundly 
happy or satisfied.  Profundity is depth, density and obscurity – the murky waters of Loch 
Ness.  The word “unexpected” (in connection with profundity) has a connotation of alarm 
rather than serendipity, of chaos rather than order, the angry Jurassic monster emerging from 
the Loch.  The lexical choices are deliberate and add support to the Alliance’s argument for 
the need to be concerned and to ring alarm bells from the first sentence. 
 
The changes wrought on us by computers (ICT) are arguably pervasive (wide) rather 
than profound (deep), and unexpected in the sense that the impact of a technology can only be 
guessed at rather than known with any certainty.  It must be acknowledged that the Fool’s 
Gold report also emerged in a period of Y2K hysteria, and while it receives no mention in the 
text of the report, it would have been part of the environment into which the report was 
received, and been influential in the thinking of its readers.  The early enthusiastic developers 
of the motor car did not envisage the annual road toll and the environmental impact of their 
invention.  Postman (1995) suggested that all technological change is ecological in that it 
changes everything.  It is therefore axiomatic to accept that computers and computer-mediated 
technologies will also change “everything”.  We have learnt that not all change is for the 
better, and that “progress” in science and technology is not necessarily for the betterment of 
all humankind.  Questioning the “progress” of science and technology is a necessary part of 
the human condition and the hallmark of a democratic society.  This is evidenced in the 
contemporary debates on cloning and the genetic modification of food. 
 
The second sentence of the first paragraph gives us a clear indication of the authors’ 
position by giving primacy to “harm” and by qualifying the “benefits” as being “promised” 
and therefore classified as unrealised or undelivered.  The report adopts the same voice as an 
influential article by Todd Oppenheimer (1997), entitled The Computer Delusion which spoke 
of technology as a “dubious nostrum” and which explicitly criticised the Clinton 
administration for its expenditure in computers in schools. 
 
What the report here called “common sense” in the need to ask questions is, in fact, a 
critical process (previously alluded to) of asserting humanity – with that assertion here being 
over technological determinism.  Examining and evaluating the effects of technology on all 
aspects of society, as well as on education are important tasks for educators.  McGregor 
(1994) offered that: 
...  belief in miracles is actually a way of keeping people frightened.  If you really 
think you are the helpless subject of divine power, that you can’t control your own 
life, it promotes a kind of fearfulness.  That’s when I think it becomes damaging and 
why it is necessary to do something to deal with the disease. (p. 31) 
 
If we accord technology a “divine power”, and suggest that technological determinism 
is a tenet of its faith, then McGregor’s warning becomes relevant to this discussion.  Sofia 
(1993) suggested that current myths are evolving to legitimate processes which are obscured 
or “mystif[ied] by ...[vested] interests” and questioning the notion (and motives) of progress 
by stating that: 
Invocations of inexorable progress are ideologically convenient ways of mystifying 
the commercial, military, ethnocentric and androcentric interests that have historically 
shaped the directions of technological development.  The spectre of unstoppable 
technological development can readily induce fear and passivity while weakening the 
political resistance of those supposed to “cope” with its impact; it legitimates the 
continued exclusion of technological decision making from democratic processes.  (p. 
40) 
 
This questioning and pro-active fighting against passivity in regards to computers in 
the classroom is what the state-based Computer Education Groups and the university centres 
preparing computer-using teachers in Australia are fundamentally about.  Education 
authorities offer in-service programs on “worthwhile” curriculum applications of computers 
in the classroom.  In the literature of computer education, four broad views can be mapped. 
These are (a) boosters, (b) de-schoolers, (c) doomsters, and (d) critics (Bigum, 1995).  The 
“boosters” are those who uncritically accept and promote the use of information and 
communications technologies in education are only one part of the literature.  The typologies 
indicate a considerable level of evaluation and debate.  Yet the Alliance reduces this 
intellectual critique to “common sense”.  Because of the shared questioning (and the inherent 
difficulty in proving “common sense” to be invalid) the second sentence glides past the 
would-be reviewer of the Report.  Already we are made to feel uncomfortable– there is 
enough of a shared reality to make it impossible to casually dismiss the report as nonsense, or 
categorise it as the technophobic ranting of the definitive doomster treatise (M. Williams, 
personal communication, December 6, 2001). 
 
The three key arguments the Alliance raised against the use of computers are (1) the 
prevalence of health hazards, (2) the absence of emotional bonds and human contact, and (3) 
the replacement of physical or “real” play and activity.  The Alliance argued that: 
 
1. Computers pose serious health hazards to children.  The risks include repetitive stress 
injuries, eyestrain, obesity, social isolation, and, for some, long-term physical, emotional, 
or intellectual developmental damage.  Our children, the Surgeon General warns, are the 
most sedentary generation ever.  Will they thrive spending even more time staring at 
screens? 
 
2. Children need stronger personal bonds with caring adults.  Yet powerful technologies are 
distracting children and adults from each other. 
 
3. Children also need time for active, physical play; hands-on lessons of all kinds, especially 
in the arts; and direct experience of the natural world.  Research shows these are not frills 
but are essential for healthy child development.  Yet many schools have cut already 
minimal offerings in these areas to shift time and money to expensive, unproven 
technology.  The emphasis on technology is diverting us from the urgent social and 
educational needs of low-income children.  M.I.T.  Professor Sherry Turkle has asked: 
"Are we using computer technology not because it teaches best but because we have lost 
the political will to fund education adequately?" 
 
To argue against these points immediately places a person into the invidious position 
of arguing for unhealthy, sociopathic and ignorant children with little real experience of the 
world.  An association calling itself the Alliance Against Children is hardly likely to garner 
public support.  The stereotyped child whose life is ruined by information and 
communications technology is evidenced in Figure 1. 
 
 
Figure 1:  A killer in nappies (Davies & Robson, 1999) 
 
The child in Figure 1 is Samuel Simpson, aged 2.  This image of him appeared with 
the caption “Killer in Nappies”.  The connotations here are of social deprivation and 
psychopathic behaviour, an absence of parenting, a dereliction of responsibility.  The image 
accompanied an article which quoted the child’s mother (describing her as “unrepentant”), and a 
child psychologist warning of the deleterious effects of exposure to simulated violence.  The 
article spoke of danger, using terms such as “frightening”, “sinister” and “socially retarded. 
 
Language (in both the cited newspaper article and the Fool’s Gold report) is a tool of 
persuasion, and therefore dialectical and discursive means of analysis should be used to 
discern the validity of the arguments posed.  The calling of the Surgeon General as the source 
of support in the first point is an example of “the fallacy of the appeal to prestige” (Harris, 
2000, p. 100).  The Surgeon General was warning that contemporary children are sedentary, 
and by extrapolation, unfit, unhealthy and perhaps obese.  This is a common concern in 
western industrialised countries and has also been noted in Australia (Lill, 2001).  The 
Surgeon General does not make the direct causal link between ICT and a lack of exercise, but 
the reader is given an impression to the contrary because of the proximity and sequence of the 
sentences.  To partially cite from the Surgeon General is an appeal to an unimpeachable 
source, and is here used in such a way that the authority of the office is substituted for 
arguments or evidence.  It is the book-endings of the Surgeon General’s paraphrased 
statement with references to ICT that positions it in the ICT context. 
 
It is of interest that no support is offered for the damning contention that “technologies 
are distracting children and adults from each other”.  The first recorded complaints about the 
ruination to be wrought by technologies can be found in the work of Socrates complaining 
about how the technology of writing would be the end of learning.  In Phaedrus, Socrates 
offered that: “ 
The discovery of the alphabet will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because 
they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and 
not remember of themselves. …You give your disciples not truth but only the 
semblance of truth; they will be heroes of many things, and will have learned nothing; 
they will appear to be omniscient and will generally know nothing. 
(McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, p. 113) 
All technologies have suffered from doomsayers; education has always been subversive.  The 
concerns of Socrates are prescient of contemporary concerns about information literacy, 
where students can “trust” information and believe that they have knowledge, where what 
they have is just “the semblance of truth… and will have learned nothing.” 
 
The third point made by the Alliance is quite wide-ranging and therefore difficult to 
refute.  No one would sensibly remove “real” sensory experiences from learning or that all 
experience should be computer-mediated or vicarious.  The adjectives “expensive” and 
“unproven” are pejorative and leave the reader in little doubt what the authors believe the 
value of ICTs to be in education.  Is there a subtext here of a science fiction future where 
children are “plugged” into teaching machines for a prescribed number of hours per day – the 
equivalent of intellectual battery hens?  The persistent use of student: computer ratios  in 
Australia (and the presumed ultimate target of 1: 1 may mean that systemic bureaucrats may 
also envisage this scene as a desirable future.  Perhaps, as Figure 2 shows, this is not a new 
view of education.  
 
 
 
Figure 2:  A l’école (Pask & Curran, 1982, p.149) 
 
To cite Sherry Turkle in the third point is an effective strategy.  As a well-known and 
highly-respected author and researcher in the area of computers and children, reference to her 
(albeit through an unacknowledged source) adds a false authority to the argument (as with the 
reference to the Surgeon General).  Turkle’s question, namely, “Are we using computer 
technology not because it teaches best but because we have lost the political will to fund 
education adequately?" is a valid one but is difficult to address out of the context of the Fool’s 
Gold report.  If this question is considered against the previously cited statement from Sofia 
(1993), it veils an important assertion.  It also gains significance when we consider the 
question in the light of Toni Downes’ observation (in Kennedy, 1996) that: 
What might make this change [to computers in the classroom] different could be the 
political pressure, because there was no political pressure for image literacy related to 
television.  Interestingly enough, there’s never been a political will to give teachers and 
children access to telephones or faxes ...  This particular evolutionary technological 
change is having a greater impact across society because of the economic and political 
side of it. 
It is political and economic factors that have pulled IT into public policy.  That’s 
why I think politicians are taking more cognisance of the change, but if you talk to them, 
they’re not linking it to literacy - they just think it’s good, it’s important, like kids should 
wash their hands after lunch.  (p. 30) 
 
It is worth asking here if it is the “political” view of education which is flawed, and 
that money and slogans are being offered in lieu of real policy; or, as Turkle suggests, the 
“will to fund education adequately”.  Computers in schools are arguably symbols of a society 
acting to protect the future, to educate and employ its children, to equip them for the society of 
the future.  Computers in schools are physical artefacts which governments can deliver, can point 
to as the metonymy of action and commitment.  The current national (and OECD) obsession 
with student: computer ratios would seem to be evidence of this metonymy.  In Queensland, the 
ratio is included in election campaigns as proof of commitment to education and of future 
promise.  The Beattie government was elected in 1998 on a promise to reach a target of 1: 7.5 by 
2001, reducing to 1: 5 by 2010.  In 2001, the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair offered that: 
Used well [digital technologies] have the potential to improve achievement in our 
schools and colleges, to boost the prospects of British industry and commerce, to offer 
opportunities to all learners, particularly those who would otherwise be excluded, and to 
significantly enhance our quality of life. 
The political interpretation of computers in schools is as an equation in education and 
economics.  Computers in schools are essential to the national economy. 
 
An important consideration in the analysis of texts is to ascertain the motives of the 
writer, and the intent of the message.  The Fool’s Gold report was produced in the United 
States where in a 1996 poll (reported by Jonscher, 2000), teachers ranked computer and media 
skills as being “more essential” than biology, chemistry, physics, European history, literature 
(from Shakespeare to Steinbeck).  The President’s National Information Infrastructure 
Advisory Council (the Clinton administration’s technology task force) endorsed the 
introduction of technology into schools and suggested reducing other activities (such as field 
trips) to finance this.  In Mansfield, Massachusetts, programs in Art, Music and Physical 
Education were cancelled to fund computers (cited by both Oppenheimer, 1997 and the 
Alliance Report, 1999).  It is of interest that only one such example is cited.  The actions of 
one school in one county in one state could not be seen as statistically significant. 
 
In this seemingly iconoclastic and undeniably technocentric or booster environment 
(Bigum, 1995) the concerns expressed by the Alliance become defensible.  In the light of this 
knowledge, Turkle’s words may also begin to make sense and to sit better with her past 
published position on ICT in education.  If education were funded properly then such 
decisions would not be made for technocentric learning environments at the cost of students 
engaging with the arts and physical activities they enjoy.  In Australia, commentators write of 
ICT amplifying the “real” experience of the field trip, not replacing it.  Teachers write of 
using ICT as an additional medium in the Arts, not as an alternative to them.  And to suggest 
removing physical education from a curriculum would be tantamount to treason, and would 
draw charges of being “un-Australian”.  The very structure of the widely adopted Key 
Learning Areas in Australia would assure the place of the disciplines and experiences 
seemingly under threat in American schools. 
 
It is of further interest that the Alliance report was published in the lead-up to the 2000 
U.S. Presidential elections, and the Clinton-Gore Democratic team was closely associated 
with information and communications technology.  Vice-President Gore is credited with 
coining the phrase, “information superhighway” in 1988 and while U.S. Senator, proposed 
and supported a number of important telecommunications bills (concerning protocols, 
bandwidths and domain names).  Al Gore also authored (1992) a book entitled Internet in the 
Balance: Internetworking and the Human Spirit and co-authored a number of influential 
reports with Tim Berners-Lee. . (For further information, visit 
http://www.elwood.net/gore/rfc3000.txt).  Clinton’s 1996 election platform had been built on 
“a bridge to the future” (“Clinton pushing Internet”, 1996, p. 29) which promised the 
technical infrastructure and hardware to connect all U.S. schools to the Internet.  It may be 
simplistic but the timing and tone of the Alliance report seems to be more politically than 
pedagogically motivated, and in support of conservative policy.  George W. Bush attempted 
to defame Gore during the 2000 campaign by saying that Gore was claiming that he “invented 
the Internet”.  In the light of the conservative doomster theme of the Alliance report, the 
charge is as much about misrepresentation as it is about the questionable value of the Internet 
and ICT itself. 
 
The Fool’s Gold report posed a number of questions to which it offered seemingly 
persuasive “sound byte” answers to support its position.  These questions (presented as a 
serious attempt to examine the claims about computers and children) include the following: 
• Do computers really motivate children to learn faster and better? 
• Must five-year-olds be trained on computers today to get the high-paying jobs of 
tomorrow? 
• Do computers really "connect" children to the world? 
 
It would be difficult to argue that these questions do not, in fact, express quite valid 
concerns.  But is important to acknowledge that they are not, in fact, valid questions.  Winner 
(1995) suggested that inventing a new technology requires society to invent the kinds of people 
who will use it, with new practices, relationships and identities supplanting the old.  He 
formulated questions which he argued should be asked about the use of technology in order to 
ground the myth in reality.  These questions may be paraphrased as follows: 
• Around these instruments, what kinds of bonds, attachments and obligations are in the 
making? 
• To whom or to what are people connected or dependent upon? 
• Do ordinary people see themselves as having a crucial role in what is taking shape? 
• Do people see themselves as competent to make decisions? 
• Do they feel that their voices matter in making decisions that will affect family, 
workplace, community, or nation? 
(Winner, 1995) 
 
The three questions posed by the Alliance appear to be addressing quite valid concerns 
as they are resonant of the questions offered by Winner (1995) which were asking about the 
shaping and enactment of people and technology.  But it is important to acknowledge that 
they are not valid questions about computers in education.  What kind of pedagogy are these 
questions describing?  What these questions are doing, in fact, is challenging the myths of 
computers in education in intellectual terms.  The Alliance is challenging the myths with 
evidence made spurious by omission and its failure to contextualise (and appropriately 
reference) the proffered statements of expert witnesses.  Again a shared intellectual stand 
against passivity makes dismissing the Report more difficult. 
 
If the wording of the questions is changed to make them into statements, the myths 
become clearer.  They are:  
• Computers motivate children to learn faster and better 
• Five-year-olds must be trained on computers today to get the high-paying jobs of 
tomorrow 
• Computers "connect" children to the world 
 
The first statement concerns the efficacy of the computer as a tool in learning.  Before 
anything else, we need to ask who measures learning as “faster”(facts memorised per 
second?) and how can “better” be defined (depth, duration, application?).  It is also of interest 
to know who has sensibly made such claims (perhaps apart from the manufacturers or 
distributors of computer-aided learning or intelligent learning systems (ILS)).  Teachers are 
unlikely to do so.  “Faster and better” is a measure of industrial efficacy where x items of 
merchandise are produced in y minutes at a cost of z cents per item.  Learning cannot sensibly 
be commodified in this economic rationalist way.  The second component of this statement is 
the verb “motivate” and its use to distance the learning from the machine.  In the parsing of 
discourse analysis (Luke, 1997) the transitivity of verbs is important in discerning the who 
does what to whom.  Parsing a text reveals its inherent transitivity structures of action, power or 
agency.  Together they provide a comprehensive view of any text or speech act. 
 
This question/statement rephrases the “do classroom use of computers improve 
learning outcomes” question central to much of the research in this area.  It is a difficult 
question to answer because the research is still patchy, providing little ammunition to refute 
the challenge.  Research which has tried to use positivist measures of pre- and post-test results 
has failed to prove anything conclusive because of the false notion of a computer as an 
independent variable within the classroom.  A decade of ACOT (Apple Classrooms of 
Tomorrow) research has shown that computers in classrooms have little effect (either positive 
or negative) on scores on traditional tests but do have marked effects on motivation, 
collaboration and discovery learning.  It is here useful to recall the fictional example of Deep 
Thought, the computer in the Hitch-hikers’ Guide to the Galaxy (Adams, 1979) where the 
answer (42) was wrong, because the question had been framed incorrectly.  Research is not 
providing the answers to what (in computer education) is the meaning of “Life, the Universe, 
and Everything” (Adams, 1979, p. 128). 
 
The second question/statement speaks of the direct link between education and 
employment.  The vocational educational sector affects senior secondary and tertiary students, 
not the “five year olds” represented in the question.  The question, as it is posed, implies an 
obverse, that the five-year olds who do not have access to computers will be disadvantaged, 
and in this view of the world, also be unemployed in the future.  The notion of the knowledge 
worker is not new, having first been described by Peter Drucker in 1953 and there is a clear 
need for fluency with information and communications technologies for individuals adopting 
this work.  But the technology is just one component in a range of skills and dispositions 
which include the ability to work in teams, problem-solving and critical literacy.  Computer 
policy and curriculum in Queensland is marked in its resilience.  Authors are critically aware 
that they are trying to document a domain that changes daily, and so they identify those 
aspects of learning which will not change.  An exemplar of this is the Guidelines for the use 
of computers in learning (Department of Education, 1995) which spoke generically of 
software and hardware and specifically about learning environments and student :teacher 
interactions. 
 
The final question initially seems the most valid of all in that, at face value, it 
considers equity of access.  It is worthwhile here to consider the text offered (by the Alliance) 
as an answer to this question of connection.  It is presented as three sentences here 
emboldened to distinguish them from their annotation. 
 
• Too often, what computers actually connect children to are trivial games, 
inappropriate adult material, and aggressive advertising. 
This accusation may be true in some circumstances, but it is probably also true of children 
watching television at home or reading a magazine.  The dual notions of purpose and 
supervision are implicit in countering this.  The “children” themselves are often implicit in 
this and salacious curiosity is not a new phenomenon.  Teachers and educational authorities 
are busy in presenting worthwhile learning experiences for students using ICT.  Given the 
anarchic nature of the Internet, these same authorities are mindful of the dangers for students 
and in most Australian states and territories, there are published Internet usage policies in 
place.  Teachers are mindful of their unwritten “duty of care” codes.  School networks use 
filtering software and students are required to honour “contracts” of ethical use.  There is a 
school of thought which argues that, instead of cosseting students, we should let them know 
that there are wolves in the woods, and then teach them how to deal with them! 
 
• They [computers] can also isolate children, emotionally and physically, from direct 
experience of the natural world.   
This accusation is the most interesting of all and says much of how cleverly the Alliance 
arguments are structured.  Every sentence has an undeniable nub of truth, usually a descriptor 
of some kind, which is then used in a circular way to “prove” something which seems 
superficially related to it.  The use here is in the point about “physical” distance being used to 
substantiate “emotional” distance.  It is self-evident that if you are using telecommunications 
to communicate with someone, then you are physically distant from them.  (Although 
observation and anecdotal evidence have shown that students are quite happy to exchange 
emails with someone in the same room as them.)  But this cannot be extended to “emotional” 
distance.  Much has been written about the role of ICT in creating and maintaining 
communities.  There are numerous examples in the practitioner literature to support that 
online communities can provide emotional support.  
 
And yes, taking a “virtual tour” of the Louvre or the Amazon Basin would not have 
the same richness as being there.  But how does this differ from students seeing these 
wonderful places and things in a book?  Is the alternative not to see them at all?  We learn 
through our senses, and the “virtual” experience, by definition, may be a restricting one.  We 
use our eyes (and occasionally our ears) to engage with virtual worlds.  We do not pretend it 
is real but it remains a valuable learning experience.  The powers of imagination and empathy 
we bring to reading, we can also bring to other second-hand or vicarious experiences. 
 
How would anyone know anything of the world, were it not for teachers who show 
children books filled with images of wondrous places or for homes with books, and 
newspapers and conversation?  If anything, ICT opens up the world to students and stops their 
being limited to the resources of their schools and homes.  The opening sentences of the 
report give primacy to the notion of “harm” and this taints all virtual experience.  It is hard to 
think of the “harm” done to a child looking at the NASA images from the Hubble telescope, 
or in watching a live launch of the space shuttle.  ICT also brings a measure of control which 
other broadcast technologies do not. The online reports of the September 11 World Trade 
Centre tragedy meant that people could visit and revisit the information, hear the interviews, 
and watch the footage in whatever order they wished.  No one with Internet access had to wait 
by a radio or television set to find out what was happening.  There could be no argument here 
of emotional distance. 
 
Kerans (2001) reported on a Book Rap project where an author, Bill Condon spent 
four weeks online with Year 7 children from six schools in the Murrumba District and the 
Australian International School, Singapore.  They collaboratively wrote a story, talked about 
writing and the joys of reading.  The content of the messages showed that there was little 
“emotional distance” between the author and the children, and what was created was a 
genuine two-way interchange of ideas and experiences.   The BOOM (Book Reviewers over 
Murrumba) website has archived this experience 
(http://www.schools.ash.org.au/murrumba/boom).  There is little doubt that this experience 
could not be replicated in any other environment. 
 
• The "distance" education they promote is the opposite of what all children, and 
especially children at risk, need most - close relationships with caring adults. 
The argument here is an interesting one.  In Australia (particularly Queensland and Western 
Australia) there is a long and distinguished tradition of distance education imposed by the 
sheer geography and the decentralisation of the population.  Given this, we have little 
difficulty in accepting that distance education – supported by print and increasingly digital 
technologies – can provide sound educational experiences for students.  Universities are 
increasingly engaged with external studies, dubbed open learning in this sector, as the cost of 
higher education and the demands of daily life keep more students off campus.  Here ICT 
allows for flexible delivery of materials, and encourages greater peer participation and support 
than would otherwise be possible in open learning.  The recent emergence of Education 
Queensland’s Virtual Schooling Service has seen a successful integration of coursework, 
technology and human interaction at senior secondary level. 
 
This “distance education” statement may be about de-schooling which, through 
commentators like Lewis Perelman, is well supported in the United States.  Perelman (1992) 
argued that the industrial model of our school system is out of date, and that many of the 
claims about the traditional school cannot be supported.  He argued for HyperLearning (HL) 
which would use high technology and traditional apprenticeship models to educate young 
people. 
 
The Alliance’s statement about children needing caring teachers may in fact be 
support for a nostalgic schoolhouse and for a kindly (but firm) school ma’am to be in charge.  
To argue against this is to argue against curly hair for kids.  No one is going to take the rival 
hypothesis and argue for the alienation or abandonment of children, especially those at risk.  
But when we consider some examples of real children “at risk”, we see that ICT can play an 
enormous role in redressing some of the inequities of their lives.  Adaptive technologies have 
changed the quality of life of impaired children and adults, yet elsewhere in the Fool’s Gold 
report, the authors begrudgingly offer that “for a relatively small number of children with 
certain disabilities, technology offers benefits”.  This is an example of the old expression, “to 
damn by faint praise”.  To say that ICT “offers benefits” to impaired children rather than 
using a more active verb such as “can” or “will” is again to question its potency to achieve 
such outcomes.  (For more information about adaptive technologies, select the link to the Low 
Incidence Support Centre from the Education Queensland website – 
http://education.qld.gov.au). 
 
Arguably the most disadvantaged children in Australia are Aboriginal and living in 
remote communities.  There are examples emerging where ICT is being used in pro-active 
ways to defeat distance, to re-unite communities and to immerse children in language 
experiences.  The fledgling Reach In – Reach Out Project 
[http://www.ash.org.au/reachinreachout] based at the Lockhart River State School makes use 
of some simple but powerful Internet-based technologies to achieve some sound outcomes for 
its students and broader community. 
 
The final sentence of the executive summary of the report reads: 
Those who place their faith in technology to solve the problems of education should 
look more deeply into the needs of children.  The renewal of education requires 
personal attention to students from good teachers and active parents, strongly 
supported by their communities.  It requires commitment to developmentally 
appropriate education and attention to the full range of children's real low-tech needs - 
physical, emotional, and social, as well as cognitive. 
There can be little argument with all but the first sentence in this paragraph.  Teachers, above 
all else, care about children.  They will not let someone’s potential be restricted or pre-
determined by their postcode, their ethnicity or their family circumstances.  Schools with 
active parent bodies and community support can be vibrant places to be. 
 
But the first sentence, the topic sentence, of the paragraph needs attention.  It stated 
“those who place their faith in technology to solve the problems of education should look 
more deeply into the needs of children”.  There is the usual nub of truth in this, as anyone 
suggesting a fully computerised learning experience is not thinking about socialisation as a 
life experience or thinking of learning as a socially constructed process.  The extreme 
technocentric booster view must exist but it is as invalid as the extreme doomster technophilic 
view of the Alliance. 
 
The descriptor, “those who place their faith in technology”, sounds akin to placing 
faith in water divining, ouija boards, or the reading of chicken entrails.  The use of the word 
“faith” is dismissive, as if it is a simple-minded or emotive response and one totally 
inappropriate and inadequate in something as important as the education of our children.  The 
notion of “faith” dispels any notion of proof, a blind faith as opposed to empirical evidence. 
 
The clause “to solve the problems of education” immediately casts contemporary 
education as troubled, but these problems are not articulated in the report.  Reading the report 
would make you think that the main problem of education is the RSI children are suffering 
from.  The exhortation to “look more deeply into the needs of children” is an intriguing one, 
because it is precisely what the Alliance does not do.  It is particularly culpable of not 
considering the broader community or significant changes in the workplace or the ubiquity of 
contemporary computing.  It does not position children in global communities but instead 
seems to hanker after a fictional simpler low-tech past.  The report has a thinly disguised 
“back to basics” political agenda.  That we are living in times of change and wanting things as 
they were is an understandable human reaction –but the world will not stop and if we take 
ICT out of education, we are in danger of producing students ill-equipped to deal with their 
own times.  Perhaps this sentence should read: 
Those who do not place their faith in technology to solve the problems of education 
should look more deeply into the needs of children in meeting the challenges of an 
unknown future. 
 
Fool’s Gold is a manifestation of the fear of the unknown.  Olson (1987) believed this 
fear to be a sign of transition , arguing that in times of transition, “old dreams and fears sport 
their best and return for another season’s duel. At the same time, the processes reshaping our 
material order reshape our institutions, our visions, and our myths about what our social order 
is all about” (p. 186). 
 
Turkle (1995) cited a report which classified contemporary commentaries on 
information technology and communications as (a) utopian, (b) utilitarian, and (c) 
apocalyptic. She explained that: 
… utilitarian writers emphasise the practical side of the new way of life. Apocalyptic 
writers warn us of the increasing social and personal fragmentation, more widespread 
surveillance, and loss of direct knowledge of the world.  To date, however, the utopian 
approaches have dominated the field. They share the technological optimism that has 
dominated post-war culture, an optimism captured in the advertising slogans of my 
youth. 
(Turkle, 1995, pp. 231-232) 
 
We could therefore argue that the mass media itself is uncertain which story to tell. 
Olson (1987) believed this inconsistency to be a sign of transition and that “what a ‘computer’ 
is, can do, and what the consequences will be – will vary inevitably to the point of 
contradiction” (p. 185). He also argued that during such periods of change: 
… there are few new rules, outrageous levels of hopes and dreams, a score of hawkers 
and hucksters, and above all, new winners and new losers. When new rules are made, 
old dreams and fears sport their best and return for another season’s duel. At the same 
time, the processes reshaping our material order reshape our institutions, our visions, 
and our myths about what our social order is all about. (p. 186) 
 
The kindest spin we can put on the Fool’s Gold report is that it is well-intentioned, it 
cares about kids but sees the answer to current dilemmas as a stepping back, a nostalgic 
withdrawal to simpler less technological times.  Its authors are perhaps nervous about the change 
they see in their lives, and that of their children.  The intention may be right, but the culprit is 
wrong.  Computers in schools cannot sensibly have anything to do with the violence, poverty, 
unemployment, health issues, environmental dangers and fears of our current existence.  And it 
cannot be said that these problems did not exist before the first computer was ever put in a 
classroom.  The unkindest spin is that the Fool’s Gold report was little more than electioneering, 
a rearguard attack on the Clinton-Gore administration or Y2K paranoia.  It is masterly 
disinformation, in which most statements have a nub of truth or plausibility but then are twisted, 
or used in circular ways to “prove” something else.  The Fool’s Gold report is difficult to refute 
because of this – questioning or objecting also casts you into an inenviable position, that is, of 
being against childhood.  You are demonised before you begin to speak – the opposing argument 
is “for” childhood, and therefore on the side of the angels.  It is however of critical importance 
that the computer education community challenges the simplistic and tabloid sound bite 
arguments arraigned against it and to not fear the accusation of being uncaring, or complicit in 
community problems.  We need to listen harder to what is being said (and even harder for what 
is not being said), to not give in to our own teacherly cynicism or scepticism, and to have trust in 
the evidence of our own eyes and our professional judgement.  We are not oblivious to the 
problems of the day, but cannot accept the simplistic equation that all problems will be 
eradicated if there were no more computers in classrooms.  The world does not work in such 
causal ways.  In an address at the 1998 Shaping the future:  K-12 Technology Education 
Symposium, Ian Lowe offered that: 
… I wanted also to give you a warning by the American, H.L. Mencken, which I 
regard as one of the wisest statements in the English language. He said “to every 
complex question, there is always a simple answer. And it is always wrong.” 
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